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  Foreword
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Harrow is a matriarchal clan the lives by the way of the Goddess, but that doesn't deny the role of men in their society. The township sits in a small valley in the Adelaide Hills, above the city bearing that name. Harrow is supported by the local agricultural industry, but the people you meet throughout the series work in a variety of occupations, as you would expect in any community. 
Theirs is a simple life, strongly influenced by the seasons and the rhythms of the natural environment that supports them. Ceremony and ritual play a powerful role in guiding their daily lives. What makes these people different is that some have powerful gifts granted by the Goddess. 
Those gifts may allow them to manifest desired results, or to transform to different living beings in times of stress or danger They have a strong understanding of the importance of supporting each other, knowing that the strength of everyone who lives in Harrow rests on the efforts of them all. Aside from that, they lead lives that would be recognizable in any small town today.
Wild Spirit, written after the series launch, introduces characters who appear in later life in the series, and acquaints the reader with the alternative universe that survives in the hills beyond the city.
This is a unique romantic fantasy series in an Australian setting. There will be some references to the Australian first nation's people and their cultural practices. Australian spellings are used.






  
  Chapter 1 – The Curse
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The unimaginable had happened. The sombre mood hung like a thick pall as the women filed into the room. Morgana moved between them with a bottle of wine, filling their glasses as they took their customary seats. Ruby was the last through the door. 
"You're late," Morgana said, her voice stern, but her eyes reflecting sadness. She cast an imposing figure with her long silver hair and piercing green eyes that seemed to see right through you.
Ruby took her seat near the fire. "I came as quickly as I could."
"You're here now." Morgana glanced at them all before taking the lead. "You know why I called you here. This morning, Teresa's babe was born sleeping—another boy lost to whatever dark force plagues our land."
A collective tremor passed through the room. "Her first child." Jeanie closed her eyes briefly, but they all saw the beginnings of a tear at the corner of one eye.
"It was. I don't want to count how many we've lost, but we must make it stop. I just don't know how."
"We have to take action!" Rosie's flaming red hair looked even more dramatic in the light form the fire. She clenched her fists and thumped the arm of her chair "This loss is targeted. No boy babies are surviving, only the girls. Someone has created a powerful hex." She spat the words out. "Only the bastards from Redbank would devise such evil. They've always scorned our ways and been jealous of our success."
"You could be right," Anna agreed "It's their way of weakening the Clan. If there are no more menfolk in years to come, the way is left open for a takeover by stealth."
"We don't know that for sure," Judith said, ever the diplomat. "They don't like us women, there's no disputing that, but we don't want to make things worse with accusations that aren't based on fact."
Rosie turned her fiercest look on them all. "What could be worse than mothers losing their children? The time has passed for playing nice. Our powers should be stronger than theirs."
Now Marnie spoke. So far, she had been quiet, but when she spoke, the others tended to listen. "I could speak to the old people. This might be a job for the feather-boot man." She was descended from the first nation inhabitants of the area and had unique knowledge and talents.
Rosie's eyebrows lifted in surprise. "I didn't think you could simply summon him."
"That's true, I can't. I can pass the word along that some bad-fella magic is happening here, and mention who I think is responsible. Whatever happens after that is outside of my control.”
Judith dropped her face into her hands. "I don't understand. I asked the Goddess for her help. My requests have never been ignored to this extent before. Whatever evil has been concocted against the clan is stronger than I've encountered. I'm at a loss."
Morgana had paced the room her long skirts swishing against the floor. "It's not just who that we need to know, but why. I propose an initial step," she said at last. "Judith and I meet with Dougal from Redbank on neutral ground. We'll confront him directly about this curse."
She spoke determinedly, as though daring the others to object. They digested her words with a moment's silence. Ruby commented first. "You'll be fine. The Boobook will watch over you. He can observe from afar, and let us know if you need assistance." As the oldest of the group, she had more influence in some matters than the others. She also had the gift of sight, and the women trusted her word and experience.
"Judith… you'll come with me?" Morgana posed more of a statement than a question.
The other woman nodded emphatically. "Of course, I will." She hesitated, her eyes shining with tears. "My Rowena is pregnant. She's expecting a baby in the Spring. If it's a boy…"
The unfinished thought hung heavily in the air.

      [image: ]Bronwen looked up as her mother returned. "What news? Did you learn anything useful?"
"You know those meetings are confidential. I can't discuss what happens within the Circle."
"But it's about the babies, and now my sister's expecting. What if it's a boy?" Her voice disclosed her anguish. "I don't know if my gift is strong enough to protect the little one."
Judith shut the door to the kitchen and drew her daughter close. "You mustn't let on that I've told you. I wouldn't say anything except that if anything happens to me, you must look after your sister when the baby comes."
Bronwen's eyes widened. Her mother had never broken secrecy before. "You don't have to ask. I won't repeat anything you tell me." The two women each sank onto a chair at the kitchen table and Bronwen leaned forward, anxious to hear what her mother had to say.
"We've agreed that the men from the Redbank clan are possibly behind this. They scorn our lifestyle, but more than that—they're jealous of our success. We have a fertile valley with clean water. Our crops do well and livestock thrives."
"Perhaps if they lived by the ways of the goddess, they'd have similar results."
"That's as maybe, but we women have gifts that they'll never have—gifts ensuring the success of the Harrow clan. They could hold their breath until they turned blue, but they'd never achieve the same results."
"What will you do?"
"Morgana and I are meeting tomorrow morning with Dougal from Redbank. It's been arranged. We'll challenge him to level with us. Have they put a hex on our babies?"
Bronwen's eyes widened. "You're taking a risk, confronting him like that."
"I know the risks," Judith insisted. "But this affects all of us. We'll have the collective power of the women at our backs. We'll be fine. It's the wee bairns I'm worried about."
Bronwen hugged her mother. "I know you'll be safe. I'll ask the Lady to watch over you." She rose from the table. "Don't cook for me. I'm out this evening."
"Kieran again, is it? That man's soft on you. Don't stay out too late. These are challenging times. I'll seek the blessings of Athena at daybreak tomorrow. I'd like you to come with me. I need support on this one. We'll travel to the top of Mt Benson and greet the sunrise there."
Bronwen could scarcely contain her surprise. It would be the first time her mother had included her in such a ceremony. "I'll be up early to accompany you." She kissed her mother's cheek before heading out the door. "Don't wait up. I'll see you early tomorrow."
As she climbed into her car, Bronwen's mind raced. She thought of Kieran and the future she hoped they would have together. Images of her sister Rowena, and the child growing in her womb followed. And she thought of the dark magic that threatened everything she held dear.

      [image: ]The last rays of sunlight painted the Adelaide Hills in hues of gold and amber as Bronwen hurried through the winding streets of Harrow. The scent of ripening grapes from nearby vineyards mingled with the earthy aroma of magic that always seemed to hang in the air here. As she passed, neighbours tending their gardens nodded greetings, their faces etched with the same worry that concerned them all.
Her thoughts still swirled following her discussion with her mother, but she needed to see Kieren, to feel his strong arms around her. She tried not to let her concerns for her sister overshadow her pleasure at seeing him again. He'd been working out of town for a few days. Work with his family's construction company took him around the region.
They had known each other since they were children—it was impossible not to when living in a small country town—but had developed a deeper relationship when their paths crossed at the harvest festival. Kieran and his father were assembling kiosks and pavilions, and Bronwen had submitted three of her paintings as part of a local artists' exhibition.
"Need any help?"
She sensed as much as heard him. He took the pictures from her and hung them in place. A low-pitched hum resonated in the air, startling her when he brushed against her hand. A vibration swept over her body. In her astonishment, she had dropped her bag. He'd knelt to retrieve it, and as he looked up from the crouched position, she lost herself in the vortex of his dark eyes. He had smiled in recognition, and in that moment, she understood that the Goddess had meant their paths to cross that day.
That had been a couple of months earlier, and their relationship had strengthened since then. Kieran lived in a small cottage in the centre of Harrow. The garden backed onto the river and he had promised to grill some trout he'd caught. The night for dining al fresco was perfect.
She pulled up behind his work truck in the driveway to the cottage, and after retrieving her basket from the car, hurried around to the back garden. She found him stirring the coals beneath the barbecue grill. His eyes lit up in welcome, and he grabbed her in a bear hug, though his kiss was soft and tender.
"I've missed you. Several days apart was too long." His hand slid down her back to press her body closer to his. Bronwen couldn't miss his growing arousal. She laughed, swatting his arm away playfully. As their eyes met once more, all traces of humour faded. The air between them crackled with electricity and possibility.
"I'll have to send you away more often if I get a welcome like this on your return. For the record, I missed you too."
"Sit down while I fetch you a cider. You can fill me in on any news while the fish cooks."
The seasoned fish and foil-wrapped potatoes were ready to be placed on the grill. Bronwen loved watching him work. He tackled any task with the same dedication and planning. He'd donned an apron, bearing the slogan Life is short, let's go straight to dessert.
Her sentiments exactly. She knew with certainty what dessert she would have now if she could, but kept her thoughts to herself. This was a man on a mission, and he took his cooking seriously. There was plenty of time for sweet treats.
She sat at the outdoor table where he suggested they should eat their meal. As he poured their drinks, he gave her a rundown on his recent days; nothing dramatic, but still full of small events that he turned into humorous tales.
"But that's enough of my talk. What's happened with you since I've been away?"
"I finished the painting I of Marnie and her elderly mother. They are the last of the first nations people in Harrow, so I wanted to capture them on canvas. The bond between them is incredibly strong."
"I've seen the power of your paintings. If the bond wasn't strong before, it certainly will be now. You have the gift with your work."
"Sometimes, but not always. I wish I could help Teresa now."
"Teresa? You mean Teresa Donovan? What's happened?"
"Her baby was born this morning. He didn't survive the birthing."
Kieran shook his head as though repelling the news. "I'm sorry to hear that. The family doesn't deserve such bad luck."
"And neither have any of the others… all boys. Something bad is happening. If it would help, I'd wrap my arms around her. Something, or someone is preventing the babies from living."
"Are you sure it's not a coincidence? There must be a logical explanation."
"None that I know of, and none that the women know of either. They have a theory, but still have to put it to the test.”
"Not much gets past them."
"That's not my only news. My sister Rowena… she's announced she's expecting a baby. The family is delighted but I'm so scared for her. What if it's a boy?"
"Why don't you paint her portrait? Paint her with a healthy child in her arms. That should place a protective shield around them both."
"I've put in a word for her with the goddess, asking her to watch over them, but yes, I might do that. I'll paint their future happiness, and hope that my gift overcomes the bad omens."
While Kieran hovered over the grill, Bronwen sat back sipping her cider. Was anything sexier than watching a man cook for you? There undoubtedly was, but in her mind's eye, she saw him naked except for that apron tied around his middle, exposing his well-toned body and deliciously tight buns. The apron would allow him to maintain a modicum of modesty. She grinned to herself at the mental image she had conjured. Wishful thinking.
"Something's made you smile. What's so amusing?"
The fantasy was best kept to herself… for now. In truth, she had yet to see the man in all his naked glory. Their relationship had undergone a slow build from that initial interaction, growing from friendship through to certainty. As sure as she was from day one, she wanted Kieran to arrive at that understanding in his own time. Besides, they had all the time in the world. She enjoyed the opportunity of getting to know him better without any pressure or expectations.
"I was enjoying a laidback evening and watching you cook. That's enough to make me smile."
"Don't get too excited. You haven't tasted it yet."
"If your past efforts are anything to judge by, it will be fine. Anyway, I adore having a man cook for me."
He turned and gave her a low-lidded look and a suggestive wink. "I do have more talents in the toolbox. Remind me to show you sometime."
"Kieran Craven, I do believe you're flirting with me. I like it."
He raised his drink in salute with a cheeky grin, before sliding the fish onto serving plates and bringing them to the table. Bronwen had already uncovered the salads and set the table with cutlery and condiments. She already knew her way around Kieran's kitchen.
They slid into an easy conversation, talking about everything yet nothing in particular. Throughout the meal, Bronwen was conscious of Kieran stealing glances at her when he thought she wasn't looking. His expression was speculative, sparking her curiosity. Mind reading was not one of her gifts. Her intuition told her he wouldn't hide it for long.
She was right. They had adjourned to the old sofa on the back veranda after finishing their meal. It had seen better days, but was still serviceable and comfy. Kieran produced a bottle of botrytis and some locally made cheese, and they sat and listened to the nightbirds and the sounds of the river flowing past the garden. Even the sound of a boobook owl carried on the night air which curled around them, gently teasing. Kieran flung an arm slung loosely around her shoulders.
"It's so peaceful here," Bronwen murmured, licking the sweet, sticky residue from her lips. "I love listening to the night."
"I want to talk to you about that," Kieran said, shuffling in the sofa so he could face her. "We ought to discuss our future. I know my feelings and I've a reasonable idea about yours. Soon after we met, I knew you were the one for me and nothing has happened since to change my mind."
He kissed her lightly before continuing. "You know it, but I'll say it anyway. In this short time, you've crept into a corner of my heart. I never want to let you go."
The evening could hardly get any better. She knew of his growing feelings for her, but had wanted to hear him say it anyway. "There's no secret about my feelings. The goddess brought us together, I'm sure of that. She knew what she was doing when she picked the right man for me. Of course, I love you."
"Two minds thinking alike. That's a great omen for the future," he whispered into her hair before claiming her lips with his. If her heart leapt before, it was nothing to the sensations he evoked as they settled back on the sofa, now reclining rather than sitting. Kieran ran his hand up the length of her outer thigh, with his thumb massaging small circles. As he did, Bronwen could feel the sensory vibrations created by the contact between them. They had an audible humming component, and a soft lilac aura hovered on the edge of her vision. She opened her eyes to find Kieran's only a hair's breadth away, staring into her own.
"Stay with me tonight" His voice was husky with desire. "I'm not pressuring you, but having you so close is driving me crazy. I've never desired anyone as much as I do now. Will you stay?"
For a moment, Bronwen hesitated. There was so much at stake, but so many reasons to agree to his request. As she looked into Kieran's eyes, she knew she had to stay strong, for Rowena's sake.
"Any other time, yes, but not tonight. I must rise before daybreak to accompany my mother to Mt Benson. She's making an offering to Athena, seeking blessings and protection for a journey she must take. It's women's business. She has asked me to support her."
His eyebrows lifted slightly and he sighed, but knew better than to ask questions. Clan affairs were always important. "I'm disappointed… no I'm frustrated, but I understand. But soon? Let's make it soon."
As she reversed her car out of his driveway some thirty minutes later, Bronwen had a feeling of being watched. Night had settled, but when she looked back towards the river, she saw the figure of a man. His eyes were an amazing golden colour and he wore a long cloak that appeared to be made of
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